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When a little is a Lot: an architect’s view 
 
In how many global cities today is an urban land holding of 400m2 regarded as a small 
lot?  How many twenty-first century cities propose a model of two-storey detached 
suburban housing as a viable response to rampant urban growth and sprawl?  
 
Planners and architects share a common responsibility for the future of our cities. We 
share common concerns regarding the rapid spread of the South East Queensland 
conurbation. We agree on the need for increased density, efficient transportation and 
environmental sustainability. We’re equally excited by the potentials of the subtropical 
city. But we do see the issue of urban design through the different lenses of our 
respective disciplines.  Urban planning should be the most visionary of disciplines, yet as 
an architect, I fear that the future planning of our great South-East Queensland city is 
being unnecessarily compromised by the political need for consensus with conservative 
residents’ groups. The Brisbane City Council’s initiative in establishing medium and 
high-density residential zoning in former industrial precincts and along transport 
corridors is timely and admirable, but is not enough in itself to cope with the overall 
pressures on our growing city. An equally important battle is in our mid-range suburbs 
where residents accustomed to 800, 1000 or 1200 m2 sites need to be given every 
possible incentive to consider redevelopment to higher housing densities.  
 
Although I understand the contextual forces that have led to the framing of the BCC 
Small Lot Housing Code, as an architect, I can’t help but see a lively range of exciting 
potential urban futures quashed. Housing on smaller lots is patently good for the city as a 
whole and should be strongly encouraged through codes that encourage a wide range of 
possible house types. Why then does the code prohibit possibly the most successful 
small-lot house type of all?  The vertically organised attached house is a ubiquitous urban 
model around the world, from the gracious terraces of Bath or Bedford Square, to tall and 
narrow Amsterdam canal houses or the versatile and socially valuable Singaporean shop-
house. How has it come to pass that an urban housing model that clearly work well 
elsewhere is prohibited in suburban Brisbane?  One can live in contemporary terrace 
houses in the suburbs of Tasmania, Victoria and New South Wales. Why not 
Queensland? It seems the cause is the nineteenth century spectre of disease. Fear of 
‘miasmatic’ illnesses caused the Queensland Legislature to pass the Undue Subdivision 
of Land Prevention Act in 1885 that mandated 16 perch minimum lot sizes to enable 
separation of dwellings to ensure a healthy flow of air around each house. The causes of 
the 1885 Act are of only academic interest today, but its effect can be seen in the 
ingrained attachment to the detached house in Brisbane that now extends into the twenty-
first century. 
 
The latest bulwark of the detached suburban ideal is the Small Lot Housing Code’s 1.5 m 
setbacks that deprive landholders on 10 metre wide sites of 30% of their potentially 
developable frontage. The resulting 3m airspace between neighbouring dwellings affords 
no greater fire protection, visual or aural privacy than a simple masonry wall on the 
property line and by the time a path is left to wheel a mower from front to back there is 
precious little opportunity for landscape planting in this alley. The 1.5 m setback makes 
minimal difference to overshadowing, and I for one would prefer a blank neighbouring 
wall to an overlooking window fitted with the ineffective ‘privacy screens’ allowed by 
code. Perhaps more than a century of free-standing housing with windows on four sides 
has lead us to the belief that a blank boundary wall is ‘un-Queensland’, perhaps even ‘un-
Subtropical’. 
 
In my mind there are only two aspects of ‘Subtropicalism’ that are worth going to the 
barricades for: trees and climatic design; the rest should be up for grabs. Brisbane is a 
city of trees. Who doesn’t love the view from Mt Coot-tha, looking out over the 
undulating suburbs blanketed in big trees. These trees suck up our 1100mm rainfall and 
provide the oxygen, shade and fauna habitats we need to counterbalance the harder and 
glarier aspects of modern city life. If we wish to double localised density and maintain 
our tree-cover, we need to halve our houses’ site cover, even if it means doubling their 
height. The current small-lot code that allows a 175m2 footprint in the centre of a 400m2 
site leaves limited open space to safely grow indigenous eucalypts or figs, or our adopted 
mangos, jacarandas or poincianas. A bold reduction of site cover coupled with the 
flexibility to position buildings on each site for maximum open space would be a positive 
step toward building a greener city.  
 
Green, sustainable, environmentally friendly – these terms are used very loosely to 
market everything from unbleached toilet paper to dolphin-friendly tuna. In terms of our 
housing design, we face two pressing issues: water management and energy use (with its 
associated pollution, CO2 emissions and greenhouse warming). A reduction in building 
footprint and increased planting reduces stormwater runoff, and provides both a rationale 
and an opportunity for rain and grey-water recycling to reduce usage of municipal water 
resources. The reduction in transport and infrastructure energy cost is the single most 
persuasive argument for increased urban density, and one that should embolden every 
politician and planner to more vigorously promote urban consolidation to NIMBY 
constituencies. In architectural terms, within the individual house, energy conservation 
needs to be more actively pursued through the application of appropriate design strategies 
for climatic comfort. 
 
The recent energy provisions of the Building Code of Australia seek to mandate a 
minimal degree of appropriate climatic design. However, I believe the provisions of this 
code are flawed when applied in our climatic region, correctly identified as one where 
winter heating needs are negligible and summer cooling is the major energy use. From an 
architectural perspective the BCA deemed-to-comply provisions pay insufficient 
attention to the impact of orientation as it applies to fenestration and the design of sun-
shading. More worrying is the overall philosophy of the regulations, which seemingly 
presumes that all new housing will be air-conditioned. Thus, rather than promoting 
designs which maximise shaded north and south openings to achieve summer comfort 
through natural cross-ventilation, the regulations limit the size of these openings and limit 
air infiltration rates, ostensibly to prevent energy loss. My simple point is that if there is 
no air-conditioning in the building, there is no energy loss.  I doubt I’m the only person 
who enjoys living in Brisbane without air-conditioning, and I can see no logic in the 
proposition that energy use can be reduced by designing houses to optimise unnecessary 
air-conditioning. There is no reason to give up on passive energy design of housing in 
Brisbane using the well established principals of good orientation, sun-shading and cross-
ventilation; even on small lots. Airy, shaded, north-facing space is the key to enjoying the 
best of Brisbane living.  
 
If a typical 10 x 40 metre lot is orientated to face north or south it should be a simple 
matter to stack up open-planned spaces with balconies as sunshades on the northern face, 
maximising northern glazing for winter passive gain and allowing the cooling north-east 
breeze to play the house like a harmonica. In this configuration, the taller the house, the 
shallower the plan, the better the cross-ventilation and the bigger the garden.   
 
If the street is to the north, the two-storey limit of the Small-Lot Housing Code stymies 
this sound environmental design. If we park two cars and apply the 1.5 metre setback to 
one side, we are left with a maximum width of 2.1 metres of habitable ground floor space 
facing north, a paltry entry vestibule. At the single level above, only one or two (3.3 
metre wide) bedrooms can enjoy the northern aspect denied to the rest of the house. This 
is poor subtropical design. Ideally, in this situation, a good architect would attempt to 
design a tall building, and push it towards the back of the site to take full advantage of a 
generous northern courtyard, but again the Small-Lot Code’s insistence on lock-step 
street setbacks thwarts an otherwise sensible architectural strategy. 
 
If the street is to the south, we are clearly better off as we have a northern rear courtyard 
and two stories of north-facing house, but wouldn’t it be so much better if we had three-
storey houses, allowing living spaces to be positioned on a first floor piano nobile with 
views to both the enlarged garden and the street and uninterrupted through-ventilation. In 
both north and south facing lots, the side boundary set-backs can be regarded as a 
legislated tithe of 30% on the best potential living space to appease the hungry god of 
suburban detachment. 
 
Of course the trickiest small-lot scenario occurs when the frontage is to the east or west. I 
genuinely pity anyone condemned to occupy a west-facing dwelling in the Brisbane 
summer. The environmentally appropriate solution in this context is a long, thin building 
hugging the southern boundary and opening to a long northern courtyard. In this context 
only, there is some rationale for the Small-Lot provisions. A 1.5 m setback allows a 
degree of fire protection to ventilation openings in the southern wall (although cleverer 
ventilation strategies could make a zero setback configuration work). The imposition of 
height limits at the eaves in this situation is justifiable to maintain winter solar access on 
neighbouring sites, as is the limitation on overall building length to allow full sun to some 
portion of the neighbouring garden. 
 
Not that the majority of buildings built under the Small Lot Code are ever likely to 
conform to the long-thin north-facing strategy. People will continue to orient buildings 
into the western sun in Brisbane for two reasons. The first is simple; the inner city land 
price explosion makes even a relatively small portion of land in Brisbane a very 
substantial investment. To avoid the risk of ‘undercapitalisation’, new home builders will 
continue to seek to fill the maximum allowable building envelope, with scant regard to 
issues of orientation or external space design. The second reason is that the long-thin 
house strategy relies on a principal outlook across the site to the neighbouring dwelling 
over a distance of approximately five metres. This is problematic in terms of privacy 
when compared to front or rear prospects. The issue of balancing outlook and privacy 
with comfort and energy efficiency is however not intractable and is exactly the type of 
problem that a good architect would seek to solve through design.  
 
I recognise that three to five storey attached housing is currently possible in Brisbane’s 
medium and high-density zones, but these require acquisition or aggregation of 
substantial land holdings, generally done by development firms locked into existing 
market patterns. Not the ideal scenario for innovation. Meanwhile, the small lot owner, 
the person who knows best their own needs and aspirations, and who is motivated to take 
maximum advantage of the opportunities of their own site, is constrained by codes 
imposing a cookie cutter vision of suburbia. 
 I’ve never claimed to be a planner, but, within the licence of this invited article, I’m 
willing to give it a go. Were I the planner rather than the architect, what would my 
preferred development controls for small-lot housing look like? Maybe a maximum site 
coverage limit of about 120m2 or one-third of the site area; a relaxation of height limits 
to allow at least three storeys, maybe more; no prescribed setbacks but protection from 
overshadowing and overlooking by geometric performance controls; and definitely no 
restriction on building form or ‘character’.  
 
Wouldn’t these relaxed controls be a threat to the existing character of the suburbs? Yes, 
naturally, and they might also just provide the much-needed freedom for more innovative 
and appropriate forms of sub-tropical housing to be developed in our increasingly 
pressured twenty-first century city. Let a thousand flowers bloom. 
 
Peter Skinner is Head of the Department of Architecture at the University of Queensland. 
He happily lives in an  un-airconditioned, attached  two and a half storey house on a 
400m2 site. The 100m2 footprint of the house leaves room for a generous courtyard and 
pool, an enormous mango and poinciana, a dozen smaller trees and five possums.  
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